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Why Did They Emigrate?
An Examination of Five Danish Farming Periodicals During the
Period from 1860 to 1900 to Determine What Motivated Farm
Laborers to Emigrate.
by Jette Mackintosh

[Editor's note. This article was published last year in a collection of essays
entitled Landbrug Lokalhistorie og Langt fra Denmark: Festskrift til
Erik Helmer Pedersen i anledning af hans 70 ars f0dselsdag l0rdag
den 6. juli 2002 (Agriculture, Local History, and Far From Denmark: A

Festskrift for Erik Helmer Pedersen on the occasion of his 70th birthday,
Saturday July 6, 2002). The word 'Jestskrift" literally means celebratory
writings and commonly takes the form of a volume by many writers in
honor of a distinguished colleague and teacher. Such was the case here
when nineteen authors, including J. R. Christianson, past editor of The
Bridge, contributed writings honoring Pedersen, a recently retired
Professor of History at the University of Copenhagen and a pivotal figure,
both as scholar and teacher, in developing the field of Danish immigration
history. By publishing this article by Jette Mackintosh, who received her
Ph.D. at the University of Copenhagen in 1991 under Pedersen's direction
and is a distinguished scholar in her own right, The Danish American
Heritage Society adds its voice to the chorus of well-deserved praise
bestowed upon Erik Helmer Pedersen, a true scholar and gentleman.]
One question in emigration research has always intrigued me: Why
did Peter Jensen find conditions in Denmark so unbearable that he
could stand them no longer or why was he so tempted by the
prospects on the other side of the Atlantic that he emigrated, while
his neighbor, Jens Petersen, who apparently had exactly the same
conditions, stayed at home and put up with things? Unfortunately it
can probably never be answered satisfactorily. It may be possible to
find reasons for some of the emigrations in letters and diaries, but
we have no basis for comparison in the form of contemporary notes
from the relevant neighbours to show us why they stayed at home.
Perhaps there is a slight hope that Erik Helmer Pedersen will look
into the matter now that he has retired.
9

As early as the 1860's many of the newly established local
newspapers played an important part in rural areas in advertising
for and spreading information about emigration. It has not,
however, been determined whether this dissemination of the
possibilities on the other side of the Atlantic penetrated into those
rural periodicals that were especially aimed at property owners.1 In
order to investigate this question and to determine whether the very
intensive emigration of the period influenced public opinion, I have
examined the five agricultural periodicals with the widest
circulation from their beginning until 1900, when there was a
temporary lull in the exodus.
At the initiative of E. Tesdorpf, Ugeskrift for Landma?nd ("Farmers'
Weekly") was established in 1855 under the editorship of E. M0ller
Holst. Tesdorpf, the owner of a large manor house, was part of a
group of agricultural pioneers who kept up with the many new
scientific discoveries of the time and worked to disseminate them to
other capable farmers. F. Riegels was the editor of Landbovennen
("The Farmers' Friend") which began publication in 1879. In contrast
to the more scholarly approach of "Farmers' Weekly," Riegels
advocated what he called "an extended agrarian approach to society
where farmers with large and small properties work hand in hand
for common goals." During the 1880's he wrote many passionate
articles in an attempt .to achieve better conditions for the landless
farmhands. Herregaardenes Adresseavis ("The Manorial Address
Paper") also began publication in 1879. It contained advertisements
for fur coats, wine and button boots, but also for agricultural
machinery etc. The main mission of the paper, however, was as an
organ for job advertisements. It was clearly the most popular way to
look for women for dairying, farm foremen and other employees for
the large farms, and thus it was useful for the emigration agents to
advertise departures and prices of passages to America. Vort
Landbrug ("Our Agriculture") was based at Tune agricultural school
with the principal, A. Svendsen, as editor. The periodical first
appeared in 1882 and was aimed at "the best run smallish farms."
Finally, Husmandsvennen ("The Smallholders' Friend") appeared in
1889 edited by Anders J0rgensen, initiator of the study tours for
smallholders. The target group is obvious.

Through these periodicals it is possible to get an idea of how
much the growing number of emigrants attracted general attention.
There was a sharp increase from around 1,000 a year in the 1860' s to
the large mass emigrations with wave tops of 10-11,000 a year in the
early 1880's and 1890's. Subsequently the number of emigrants fell
steeply to just a few thousand a year around 1900, before the number
rose again.

Conditions for farmhands
The question that was debated again and again through the
whole period and undoubtedly was the cause of many of the
emigrations was that of conditions for farmhands and servants. I
have come across a description of those conditions by a landless
farm worker, August Rasmussen. He emigrated in 1856 and it is
quite obvious that for him life in Denmark was unbearable.2 He
published his memoirs some 50 years later in the local paper in
Greenville, Michigan, and he did not hold himself back in his
description of the conditions that made him leave: "There was
neither room nor employment for us. The government, the nobility,
the authorities, both the worldly and the ecclesiastical, to all of them
we were serfs. Miserable food and scant day wages. Whether a
servant or a poor man could obtain his legal right depended on
whether he had a lot of money. The houses and farms of our fathers
were demolished by the lord of the manor and the small plots of
land added to the large fields of the manor. And thus these men
have added house to house and field to field until there was no more
room in the country, so that they alone could remain there. They
brought God's woe upon themselves."
These memoirs in many ways illustrate Kristian Hvidt's statistical
results. The above quotation is a result of the development in the
period after 1850 when the landed interests materialized as the
politically dominant group. Kristian Hvidt, in his dissertation,
presents the view that there may have been political considerations
in what he saw as a "stop for the parcelling out of land" and a
"remarkable tendency towards amalgamation" around the large
manors starting about 1860 and increasing in intensity between 1873
and 1885. This period, he states, "must be considered the golden age
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of manor owners in Danish politics." 3 For the smallholders Hvidt
sees a more or less parallel development in reverse.
This is in contrast to the views of Svend Aage Hansen. His
findings show a large number of subdivisions into smallholdings of
a few acres during the period from 1860 until the 1873 census,
especially on Funen and in East Jutland where the number of
smallholdings increased by more than 13,000 or more than 30
percent. This contributed greatly to retaining the farmhands in
agriculture despite low wages and bad conditions. Due to the
continuing establishment of new smallholdings they were able to
maintain hope of becoming independent smallholders despite the
population increase, and thus neither the towns nor America were
really attractive yet. 4 In the period from 1873 to 1885 the number of
newly established smallholdings fell, however, to less than half, and
in the following decade-the time of provisional rule (when the
country was governed by means of provisional budgets because the
ruling conservative party could not obtain a majority for expensive
fortifications of Copenhagen)-the subdivision stopped completely.
This is clearly mirrored in the skyrocketing number of emigrants.
Conditions for farm workers were the topic of a number of
discussions held at The Royal Agricultural Society. Many of them
were reprinted in "Farmers' Weekly." Tesdorpf, the manor owner,
was also a pioneer in many areas. In a lecture in 1862, he stated that
"the welfare of society depended upon making good and healthy
use of the many members of the working class in the country."5
When in 1840 he took over his estate, he continued, he had built a
new pigsty, and on this occasion he had been asked how his farm
workers were going to live when he provided such luxury for his
pigs. Accordingly he had built good workers' houses, each with a
small plot of land. Since then food prices had, however, risen by
almost 50 percent so that even an industrious worker was barely
able to support his family and completely unable to save anything
for his old age or for sickness.
Another clear-sighted, but unfortunately anonymous "b.q"
suggested making both copyhold smallholders and copyhold
farmers into owners. This would improve conditions for the
working classes. Owning their own land would, together with a free
12

constitution, awaken the initiative of the farm workers and qualify
them to stand on their own two feet instead of "expecting everything
from the owner of the manor or clinging to the poor box and living
on the charity of the authorities." 6
There were, however, still too few of these visionary men to
change the circumstances which in 1856 had made August
Rasmussen and his wife emigrate and thirty-six others, relatives and
neighbors, join them the following year. Prospects for a tolerable
existence for the landless, the smallholders and the servants were too
miserable. Furthermore they were often the victims of beatings and
other harshness while working at the manor houses. Fridlev
Skruppeltrang, the expert on the history of the smallholder, did not
consider corporal punishment to be the worst; it was far too
common at that time. However, the slaps in the face reduced the
smallholders to the level of the servants, since the law prohibited
such treatment of villein farmers.7 According to August Rasmussen's
memoirs, however, corporal punishment was not taken lightly by
the landless workers: "I gave my back to the lord of the manor's cane
and my jacket to the first lieutenant's blade and my cheekbone to the
farm bailiff's slaps. Thrashing, pushing and beating were not
allowed, but the big ones hit the little ones anyway. They knew that
we had no rights."B
Some efforts were made to ameliorate the poverty among
farmhands, among them the establishment of private sick-benefits
and a few burial and old age support organizations.9 In 1870 the
manor-owner H.N. Valentiner described the positive effects of the
sick-benefit organization in Kj0ng parish; the self-esteem of the
farmhands was growing because they were able to manage their
own payments. Some employers attempted to motivate their
farmhands to start a savings account and a few went so far that they
only hired servants who were willing to agree to have part of their
wages put into a savings bank. They felt that this would "prevent
much need and poverty, further morality and frugality and procure
loans for humble folk who were not able to obtain loans
elsewhere."10
The self-help that lay in these institutions was seen as an
opportunity to stimulate the peasantry. In 1873 one of the pioneers
13

of the smallholders' movement, market gardener Frantz Wendt,
pointed out that self-help was needed to preserve the farm worker's
sense of honor so that he would feel ashamed to tum to the public
poor relief. By working in solidarity with sick-, help- and loaninstitutions, the workers would be able to build the wall that could
stop the revolutionary tendencies which were nourished by envy of
those better off. 11
Wendt's wording makes it clear that it was not pure altruism that
lay behind the efforts to improve the circumstances of the
farmhands. It had become obvious to a number of large landowners
that a landless class of farmhands could present a danger and thus
an increase in the wages was necessary. But the extra money should
not be spent lightly. In a contribution from Lolland with a
patronising attitude which might easily incite young men with
initiative to emigrate, the writer states that the most obvious means
to improve the circumstances of the workers, namely to increase
their wages, would not change the basic conditions of the landless
smallholders. The increased wages would only lead to an
improvement in their daily consumption, and that was not the
purpose. A possible increase must be saved up. 12
In 1872, the highly respected national economist V. Falbe-Hansen
gave a lecture at the Royal Danish Agricultural Society about
"Conditions for agricultural workers." 13 According to the usual
theories-those of Ricardo and Malthus-he said, discussions of the
conditions for workers were superfluous, because they saw the
destitution of the working classes as a physical necessity. His
investigations had shown that in only one of the country's counties
was it possible for a farmhand to make enough to provide a wife and
two children with a meagre subsistence. But it did not have to be this
way. Therefore, the state, the local authorities and the citizens ought
to cooperate to "assist the growing generation, to instil into it greater
expectations to Life, higher and more noble aims in Life."
Like Wendt, Falbe-Hansen felt that there were not only humane
reasons for this. Socialism was afoot around Europe, so the political
circumstances also made it necessary to take action. "In reality
power lies in the hands of the peasantry, they only need to organise
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themselves in order to use it, and this organization has already
started," he said.
The means to help the working classes and to hold socialism at
bay was, of course, the wages, but for agriculture to be able to
increase wages, greater demands had to be made on the workers.
Falbe-Hansen had seen Danish farmhands at work in America
where the demands were quite different and where they performed
at a productivity level at least fifty percent higher than at home.
According to the statistics, diligence and skill were, however,
increasing here too, but there were still remnants of the villeinage of
the past where the aim was to work as little as possible. In these
circumstances piecework would help so that the wages were not the
same for the diligent as for the lazy worker. As was frequently
mentioned in the public debate, it would be possible to increase
wages by furthering emigration through support from local or state
authorities so that less manpower would be available. FalbeHansen' s main point was, however, to stress that intensive farming
requiring a lot of manpower was a much better solution, both for the
individual and for the country.
This new intensive way of farming was the hottest subject of the
period, and it was noticeable that emigration had depleted the
number of workers. In connection with the fine harvest of 1873, the
ominous shortage of workers led to an increase in wages. The good
prices had provided land owners with money and the possibility of
carrying out extra projects such as the erection of new buildings, the
laying of drain pipes, and the draining of lakes, so farmers needed
all hands and were willing to pay. Thus the diligent and frugal
worker would be able to have a reasonably comfortable outcome
even without emigrating, was the optimistic message in the yearly
review of "Farmers' Weekly." 14 The lack of manpower had led to the
import of an increasing number of machines, especially of.mowers
and harvesters, and Editor M0ller Holst could also provide the
comforting news that conditions in America were no longer
described as favorably as they had been. At the same time the
agricultural societies started helping the land owning farmhands to
improve their techniques, and the government had appropriated a
subsidy of 10,000 crowns to be distributed as prizes for well run
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smallholdings. 15 The depletion of the work force reserves through
emigration had started to take effect.
Emigration
Just a few years earlier, the picture had been quite different. The first
mention of emigration in "Farmers' Weekly" from 1868 almost must
be called propaganda. In an article about "Farming conditions in
California," which originated from "one of the largest papers of St.
Francisco," a farmer who had farmed for 16 years in the St. Joachim
Valley described his experiences in glowing terms.16 This description
must fire the imagination of every young farmer, the correspondent
wrote, and added that he could not help thinking of the many young
farmers who found it difficult to get started here at home.
At this early stage, most people saw emigration as something
positive, which would give opportunities to young farmers and at
the same time rid the country of some of the many unemployed farm
workers that were a burden on the poor relief. During the years
around 1870, a lot of them had been forced to work for just their
board. Some had been able to make a little as railroad construction
workers, but rumor had it that these workers were often infected by
socialist ideas. From the vicinity of Holb~k a correspondent asked in
1870: "I wonder whether we need to be afraid to assist emigration,
especially as machines now perform all the heavy tasks so that we
may possibly expect to manage with only the very young and the
old workers?" The correspondent was a little worried, however, that
his solution might prove harmful if it were introduced everywhere.17
There was not general agreement about furthering emigration
and many suggestions were put forward to keep workers at home,
among them the necessity to support the smallholders with advice
and help. If nothing else, perhaps it might "cure them of the
'America sickness' ." 18 Market gardener Wendt also wanted to keep
the farmhands at home, as the new ways of farming with beet
growing and draining could not gain sufficient hold because of lack
of manpower. If it could be made clear to the farmhands that many
more hands were needed, this might perhaps counteract the
"rampant spread of the urge to emigrate that is depriving the
country of so many able people." 19
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It was, however, obvious that a substantial change in the attitude
of many employers was required to counteract that urge. The
insinuations that occasionally appeared in "Farmers' Weekly" could
only be seen as a push to emigrate. From Jutland it was told in 1872
that servants were extravagant with their money. "It is no rarity to
see a farmhand, when he has received his pay, go to the inn to drink
wine, even Champagne, and thus in one evening squander what he
has made in several months." 20
The relatively large emigration of around 6,000 people in 1872-73
fell fairly rapidly, and by 1875 the "America-sickness" was reported
to be in rapid decline. The news from America was of 1.2 million
unemployed and emigration was advised against. 21 That piece of
advice was taken in the rural areas of Denmark and the number of
emigrants in 1877 was the lowest of the whole emigration era. It was,
however, the quiet before the storm, for even if wages had risen
some, they did not keep up with the general increase in prosperity,
and agricultural workers were lagging behind compared to the other
social classes. Furthermore, the hope of obtaining land of one's own
was now considerably smaller, as the parcelling out of
smallholdings, as previously mentioned, fell drastically. The
exception was West Jutland where reclamation of the moors resulted
in close to a trebling of smallholdings below one acre.
At the same time, socialism really started to rear its head. In 1879,
it was asserted in a lecture that the sons of smallholders often
acquired a taste for liberty, indolence and pleasant times while they
were in service. And once they had got those socialist ideas, their
future was pretty well destroyed. Conditions in this country did not
suit them, and they had an irresistible urge to satisfy their golden
dreams in that far off "Promised Land" across the Atlantic.22

Emigration rises sharply
During the 1880's, the number of emigrants was once again rising
rapidly, but this time the battle to keep the farmhands at home had
acquired an extremely eloquent representative in the editor of a new
periodical, "The Farmers' Friend," F. Riegels. In 1881, he pointed out
that absolutely nothing was being done for the population of real
farmhands, those that were forced to rely entirely on their work in
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farming. It was possibly an indirect help that there was less
competition for the jobs as farmhand as more smallholders were
becoming able to support themselves on their plots of land.23 Both
capital and a sufficiently large and skilled labor force were necessary
in intensive farming; but a growing number of workers were
moving to the towns or emigrating to America. The theory that
emigration was good for the country and should be assisted by the
state through free passages and help to settle was completely wrong.
The ever-growing loss, which the country sustained through
emigration, was highly deplorable, not least because it was usually
the smartest and those with some small capital that emigrated. No
wonder, he wrote, that America was such a powerful competitor to
Europe.
The government ought to assume responsibility for obtaining
reliable information that could rectify those fantastic prospects with
which unscrupulous emigration agents lured the population. Given
better information about the actual conditions, many would choose
to stay at home. Apart from a superficial police control of the
emigration agents, the government had remained passive, Riegels
wrote. Now, a private citizen by the name of R.Eder had decided to
collect information about the destiny of emigrants through their
letters so that it might be possible to dam the stream a little. It was a
problem, however, that there was information only from those that
had done well. Even incomplete statistics about those emigrants of
whom their home lacked information would be useful. The editor
stressed that the government had an envoy in Washington who
would no doubt be able to obtain a great deal of material from the
American authorities and from Danish settlements and thus serve
Danish agriculture considerably better than by sending back
American barley prices.
According to the editor, there were warnings in Germany of the
unscrupulous commercialism that in order to earn commission and
freight fares attempted to lure workers out of the country with
descriptions of brilliant prospects, which frequently resulted in deep
disappointment. In this country it was fashionable to look upon this
traffic as glorious patriotic deeds, he continued sarcastically. Here,
emigration vessels were built, which as easily and directly as
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possible could transport the workers of this country away and
return with full loads of bacon and com to compete even harder
against our agriculture and force yet more workers away from the
soil of their mother country. At the same time people in the capital
flocked admiringly around the vessels, and the press wrote at great
length about so much patriotism. (The editor is referring to C.F.
Tietgen who had recently started The United Steamship Company.)
In 1882, Captain Bluhme to N0rlund expressed exactly the
opposite opinion of the desirability of emigration at the meeting of
the Jutland delegates of the Farming Association. 24 He did not think
that obstacles should be put in the way of one's workers and there
was no doubt that the industrious farmhand could obtain an
independent position in America more easily than in this country. So
one should be pleased that The United Steamship Company by
means of a direct line not only made a profit on the service for the
benefit of the country but that it also "made the first steps easier and
safer for our emigrants on their way to the foreign land." There was
no harm in the farming industry getting used to having only the
work force at its disposal which was needed, but for which it would
have to pay the market price, Bluhme continued. It would create a
better relationship between employer and worker. By giving the
farmhand the possibility of becoming independent like in America,
emigration could be made superfluous. Each property owner could
build some good, airy workers' houses with sufficient land for a cow
and a couple of sheep intended for his groom, cattleman or farm
foreman. It was also necessary to treat the other servants in a
considerate and pleasant way. But even after all these efforts, youth
would still emigrate. "The accounts of the earlier emigrants about
the feelings of liberty, independence and equality, which were not
hampered by petty class- and caste spirit, and last but not least the
freedom from military service, all these things worked like one huge
incentive."
Bluhme was convinced that Denmark had its attractions. It
provided greater personal security for its citizens during sickness,
hardship, unemployment and old age than they could expect if they
emigrated. But the help was given as poor help. If the poor-law
authorities were better organized and there was easy access to old
19

age and life insurance and hospital care, these things together with
easier access to freehold would keep many at home. Everyone
wanted to do their best for the well-being of their servants, just like
they wanted to increase the yield and make the climate healthier
through drainage of the soil, but the funds were lacking. The
problems with servants and workers were primarily questions of
money. If the farm industry could have put at their disposal as loans
the capital needed, much of this could be solved.
Here Bluhrne touched on a question, which had really upset the
farming community, namely what they saw as the flight of capital to
Copenhagen. Fenger, the minister of finance, in 1868 had
commanded the largest financial institute to defy the law stipulating
that the interest on loans in real estate had to be four percent. He had
increased it to at least four and a half for first mortgages and five or
five and a half percent for second mortgages. This had caused
owners of farm properties to lose around one sixth of their fortunes
to the capital owners in Copenhagen and it had meant a decrease in
their ability to run their farms. Competition from America and
increasing wages because of emigration had aggravated the
situation. Attempts had been made to get the government to help,
but without spokesmen from agriculture in the press and in
parliament there was no help to be had. Bluhme went on to describe
how the financial interests in Copenhagen had managed also to gain
control over the savings banks so that they were no longer able to
invest in farm property at low interest rates. His conclusion was:
"The magnificent buildings of Copenhagen are erected at the
expense of our fields that cannot be drained, our farm buildings that
cannot be built, the smallholders' dwellings that we are not able to
build, our emigrating workforce. And yet, the entertainment palace
"National" is able to raise a loan of one million crowns in The
Farmers' Bank, while a number of solid Jutland farm properties are
slowly sliding into the hands of attorneys and moneylenders."
Danish agriculture was indeed in deep despondency at the start
of what turned out to be a very long crisis. Many people agreed with
Bluhrne that if only the capital could be returned from the towns, all
the problems could be solved, even that of emigration.
20

In August 1882, Ra!der's book was published and "The Farmers'
Friend" was full of praise for the agrarian view of the world
displayed by the author. 25 Neither "Farmers' Weekly" nor any of the
other Copenhagen papers had appreciated this. Based on 500 letters
from Danish emigrants, the book illustrated what forced the
emigrants away from their homeland, what lured them to America,
and whether their expectations were disappointed or fulfilled.
Finally it showed the effects of emigration on the old as well as on
the new country according to the agrarian principles that farming
was not just an occupation like any other, but "the foundation and
the walls and roof of society." By far the largest group of emigrants
was farmhands and their main reason for emigrating was the.desire
to obtain a home of their own. The "Farmers' Friend" disagreed,
however, with Ra!der's view that there were plenty of workers and
thus a surplus for emigration. On the contrary, the paper felt that the
shortage of workers in many places presented a considerable
obstacle to the introduction of more intensive methods of farming.
The conflict between country and town existed at many levels,
and at the start of 1882, "The Farmers' Friend" reacted sharply to an
article in the Copenhagen paper, "The National Times" under the
headline "The casual workforce in the country, specifically in the
winter of 1881-82". 26 Riegels quoted some shocking excerpts about
landless smallholders and tenants. This,"the lowest layer of the rural
poor," working class where "good qualities, capacity for work and a
modest livelihood are rare ... While the husband lies at home, the
wife goes begging from farm to farm ... As the poverty increases, the
wretchedness and filth in the homes grow ... with the pale, hungry
and neglected children ...The worker comes to look upon his home
with horror ... and he seeks out those places where for a while he can
drown his sorrow. Finally he slowly slides into the care of the poorlaw authorities." This is, ended the description of "The National
Times," "not a unique case, it is the common fate of Denmark's
casual workforce."
The paper had calculated that there were 80,000 landless farm
workers who needed support and it would cost 4 million crowns a
year to keep the rural working population out of the care of the
poor-law authorities. So: "Out of Denmark's casual workforce we
21

need only half; for the rest, 40,000, we have absolutely no use." The
government ought to help them emigrate so that they might find a
happy life in another country and "Denmark would be freed of these
thousands of casual workers that like parasites feed on the body of
the country."
The "Farmers' Friend" felt that such libel ought to be ignored. Or
perhaps one should ask whether "The National Times" had become
a major shareholder in Mr. Tietgen's new emigration ships since it
wanted to dispatch 40,000 people out of the country, but the matter
was far too serious for that. It was a question of agitation when
regrettable exceptions were depicted as the norm. It was insinuated
that farmers by starving their workers threw a yearly burden of 4
million crowns onto society. Fortunately, there was a feeling of
mutual solidarity in the farming community contrary to what was
the case in the factory industry of the towns. The farming industry
knew, Riegels continued, that they were entirely dependent on a
contented work force, and there was a shortage, not a surplus, so
that many farmers had not dared to embark on beet growing and
stable feeding during the summer. If the advice of "The National
Times" was taken, the emigration of those 40,000 people would
mean that many square miles of Danish farm land would revert to
moors.
The "Farmers' Friend" continued to advocate against the massive
emigration and made use of the accidental meeting with three
workers on their way home after several years in America.27 One
was a farmhand and two were carpenters, and in both trades the
wages had been high during the last two years. This was, however,
only at first glance, they related, for in America more work per day
was required of each worker than in Copenhagen. A worker, who
worked as hard here at home, would make just as much. Nowhere in
the world was the working class better off than in Copenhagen, but
unfortunately, workers used their money for amusements instead of
saving up. In America, there were temperance societies at many
work sites, so it was an excellent school for young people. For older
people who did not know the English language it was hard in the
beginning. It was also hard because of the keen competition for
which Scandinavians were not at all suited. One could neither rest
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nor straighten one's back. But there was one good thing for the
workers: industrious and decent people were just as independent
and respected as other citizens, neither their clothes nor their
pronunciation made any class difference. When people were dressed
in their Sunday best, everyone was equal.
To Riegels's remark that emigration was depriving Denmark of
its best working men who even took some capital out of the country,
the three emigrants replied that the money was returned with
interest if the emigrants did even moderately well. The three of them
had sent back far more money that they had brought with them.
Furthermore, it was not emigration that robbed the country of its
work force, for it was rare that people left voluntarily. But when it
was not possible to make any money, you could not blame people
for emigrating. If jobs and earning opportunities were provided in
this country, emigration would stop of its own accord. All three of
them would prefer to stay at home if they were able to find a
livelihood. If not, they would leave again in the spring. They had
met a lot of people over there who would much rather return, but
who were ashamed to return with empty pockets. In parting, one of
them described the atmosphere on board the emigration ships: On
the outward journey most emigrants were full of hope and
expectation and there was life and merriment even though few of
them had any money. On board the ships that sailed in the opposite
direction, the men were no longer the merry Copenhageners, even
though they were returning with fat wallets. They were "solemn
people who viewed everything in the sombre light of realism."
In 1885, Professor H. Hertel lectured on the political aspects of the
farmhand question. 28 The development towards democracy had
given the workers a feeling of their own worth and the free
constitution had provided them with political influence, so their
demands had increased and the workers' question had developed
into the most burning issue of the time. The socialists held up
mirages of an equal distribution of the land and the only way of
curbing the agitation was to provide the workers with a satisfactory
existence. At this time, when the memory of the villeinage and the
whip of the bailiff were still so fresh, it did not occur to the workers
to compare their position to that of the other social classes. But their
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self-assurance had been awakened and their horizon widened so
they made greater demands. Emigration had prevented the country
from getting a large and discontented rural proletariat, but it had left
behind those least able and this had depressed the wages for all. It
would be wise to hang on to the best workers by providing them
with the opportunity to buy a plot of land.
Hertel's contribution clearly demonstrates the wavering between
self-interest and humanity that characterized the discussion in the
agricultural sector. On the one hand, the plots of land ought to be
large enough to feed a cow. On the other hand, they should not be so
large that the farmhand was able to provide for his family without
seeking employment for others. It would be an advantage for the
employer if the prospect of one day acquiring a plot of land would
keep the young farmhands from entering into an early and rash
marriage and also to work diligently, be frugal and tum a deaf ear to
the siren song of socialism. Land-owning workers did not become
socialists whose aim was to abolish private ownership of land. And
finally, the experience that the workers gained from farming their
own property also benefited the employer. He obtained a steady,
economically better off and therefore happier class of workers who
were used to hard work and care in the performance of their task.
In the circles around the folk high schools and the agricultural
schools, the humane attitude was dominant, so the interests of the
young people were considered more important than what an
employer might perhaps gain by giving them a little land. The head
of Tune Agricultural School and editor of "Our Farming," A.
Svendsen, was one of the first people to show an understanding of
why so many emigrated. He pointed out that the situation of the
farmhands had become even worse during the 1880's. An important
criterion was whether the workers were satisfied with their position
in society relative to that of the other social classes. 29 Apart from the
wages, the farmhands wanted their work to ensure them the same
respect and influence that was accorded the propertied classes, in
short, that a good manual worker was considered in all respects as
honest, useful and independent as everyone else. In this respect,
however, they clearly felt that they were still considered as simple,
rough workers that were dependent on the propertied classes.
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Svendsen felt that the best solution to the workers' problem was to
pay them sufficiently well so that they could feel free in their
relationship with their employers. The payment in kind which
previously made up part of the wages had resulted in a false
servility towards the providers which was not helpful to the creation
of healthy social conditions.
It is evident from many of the contributions to the debate of the
1880's that the farmhands and servants had become more educated
and thus had started to make greater demands about the way they
were being treated. Many able farmhands and maids who had
attended folk high school left Denmark because there were better
possibilities in America, S. P. Petersen, Saerslev folk high school,
wrote in 1883.30 Their prospects here at home were that of a cottage
without land, but they had acquired a wider outlook and wished to
stand on their own two feet. A lot of farmers' sons and daughters
with a small inheritance of a few thousand crowns also emigrated.
They realized that their inheritance would not be sufficient to buy a
small property in this country, so they preferred to try their luck in
America. In the same way, able young farmhands who had spent a
year at a folk high school saw that very few large farms appreciated
them and remunerated them according to their ability. For this
reason the best of them emigrated to America where they more
easily could obtain land of their own and an independent position.31
The editor of "The Farmers' Friend" now directly accused the
agricultural sector of having done too little to solve the burning issue
of conditions for farmhands. 32 The editor had previously described
how dangerous socialism was because so many farmhands lived in
such bad circumstances. In 1885, he went on to state that it must be
the moral right in a decent society for an orderly, conscientious, and
sober worker who was willing to work hard to get a job that enabled
him to make a living. For agriculture to be able to retain its best
farmhands, it had to offer them a better and more secure existence
than they were able to obtain in the towns or in other parts of the
world. It was a fact that everyone had a strong tendency to remain in
their accustomed surroundings with family and friends . He
wondered how large the emigration would have been, had it not
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been for the ruthless agitation in which even government consuls
had participated.33
That last remark was a hidden reference to a book written by the
Danish representative in Washington, based on a trip around
America. "The Farmers' Friend" was highly critical and felt that the
book appeared to be one continuous advertisement for emigration.
This was possibly not the purpose, but the magazine still wondered
how a book which on its title page prided itself on being "Printed by
permission from the Ministry" could stress to such an extent how
cheaply one could obtain land in America, how good and fertile it
was, and how to set about acquiring it. The editor wrote sarcastically
that the emigration agents had to be very obtuse in business matters
if they-instead of tempting people with their own advertisements
which everyone knew to be exaggerated-did not buy a print run of
Mr. Bille's book which was published by the authorities. 34
On January 1st 1889, "The Smallholders' Friend" appeared for the
first time with a declaration addressed to "My dear Smallholder!"
about how to strengthen the feeling of liberty and develop personal
independence. The moment had come, it said, when the
smallholders' class had to stand united in support of its particular
interests and purposes. Apart from purely practical articles, there
was room for an admonishment. The editor, H.L. Lund, urged his
readers to attend a folk high school and to start evening classes. "The
important thing is: Join together and seek education, then you can
get ahead!" 35 It just required a few people to get together, ask a
teacher to hold evening classes, and then it would happen. The town
council would give money for light and heat, occasionally even a
small salary for the teacher, and the county council would give a
subsidy. It was just a question of taking advantage of it.
At the end of the decade, when emigration still numbered more
than 9,000 people a year, "Farmers' Weekly" in 1889 reported that
The New York Times saw the prospects for the American farmer as
very gloomy. A lot of farms were being foreclosed. 36
The 1890's

One of the local agricultural societies in 1891 formed a committee
to look into conditions for servants, and, more specifically, the issue
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of how to fight socialism.37 In the report, the desire to emigrate was
described as an illness that "at times can have a beneficial effect on
society, and which must have time to bum out." This made an
anonymous reader declare that emigration was an evil that
weakened society, diminished the workforce in agriculture and
entailed a large economic loss for society.38 Furthermore it affected
the age distribution of the country so that the unproductive age
groups became proportiona11y more numerous, disturbed the
balance between the sexes, diminished demand, weakened the
military strength and reduced tax revenue. The correspondent's
suggestion for a remedy was almost exactly identical to one put
forward by "The Farmers' Friend" ten years earlier, as mentioned
previously, namely through the consulates to acquire information
about working conditions in America and subsequently to
disseminate this through the press, at lectures etc. If the workers
realized that America was not the Eldorado that most of them
imagined, this might perhaps retain the workforce in this country.
The number of emigrants had reached almost 10,000 a year and
the exodus appeared to continue unabated. AF., presumably a large
landowner, wrote in "The Farmers' Friend" that many were just
waiting for an opportunity to emigrate. "The journey to America is
considered to be no more troublesome than it was 30-40 years ago to
travel from Aalborg to Copenhagen. In earlier times, it was the worst
people who were sent to America, now it is the other way around,
the best workers with a little money leave while the worst ones stay
at home." In an attempt to obtain a stable group of workers he had
promised his staff that anyone who had saved the sum of 500
crowns could have a new, we11 built house and three acres of land of
his own. He would undertake to plough and harrow the land,
provided the farmhand would take on work at the farm at fu]l pay.
He did not yet know whether any result would come of this offer.39
Other contributions in the early 1890's illustrate how the influence
of both emigration and socialism had started some soul-searching
within the propertied dasses.40 Captain Schro11 to LykkensscEde felt
that "the political agitation and its efforts to open the eyes of the
working classes to their rights and dose them to their duties" had an
unfortunate effect on the workers. But instead of condemning them,
27

he listed a number of demands that the property owner had to
fulfill. He should always behave considerately towards his
employees, support the workers' sick-benefit and old age
associations, and provide good and nourishing food and light and
airy rooms. Finally work should be assigned in a polite manner.
Servants who ran away from service should, however, be fined and
if the fines were not paid, a prison sentence should follow. The
question of how to stop the spread of socialism and how to solve the
workers' question were in his opinion synonymous.
The landlord, H. Abel, Glorup, pointed out that times had
changed so much that people no longer "laughed at the Copenhagen
maid who asked to see her mistress's conduct book." 41 The farmers
ought to remember the importance of a well-schooled and satisfied
staff of farmhands and servants in agriculture and how important it
was to provide better conditions. Good treatment of the livestock
depended on a willing staff that should be treated well. It was
desirable that married farmhands should have their own plot of
land, but it was essential that the soil be good and that the farmer
assist the smallholder with advice so that he could make progress.
In 1891 the young manor owner, P.B. Scavenius published a
pamphlet entitled "The farmhand question." He wrote that the idea
of giving land to the farmhands in order to provide the farm with a
permanent workforce and to counteract the attraction of the towns
and of America was not new in this country. 42 It was interesting,
"Farmers' Weekly" commented, that a young manor owner should
recommend that his peers consider the idea in their own interest.
Readers of a later age can see it as part of the development towards
the political agreement that in 1899 led to the first smallholders'
statute.
A short time later, the world-wide economic crisis of 1893 was the
main issue. "The Smallholders' Friend" had a "Warning to my
fellow countrymen!" from one Anton K. Jensen who earnestly
advised his countrymen against going to America. The
unemployment was greater than it had ever been and thousands of
able farmhands did not know from where the next meal for
themselves and their families was to come. "So, fellow countrymen
take my advice and stay at home. Denmark is better for the Danish
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today than America is!" 43 This advice, of course, came from many
sides and it was taken. Emigration fell from just under 10,000 people
in 1892 to below 4,000 in 1894 and on down to only 2,000 in 1897.
Already in the yearly summary of "Farmers' Weekly" for 1893, the
editor reported that the availability of workers had caused less
problems than before, and there were several signs that both
emigration and the migration to the towns had stopped. 44
Partly because of the crisis, a large number of farmers joined
Denmark's Agrarian Society. An important issue for the agrarians
was the desire to provide a better existence for farmhands by giving
them access to owning their own house and a plot of land and thus
retain the workforce on the land. Erik Helmer Pedersen has seen this
as an item that was introduced for the benefit of the large farms and
manor houses, 45 but at the time many also saw it as a project to keep
the landless farmhands from emigrating. The pseudonym of Jens
R0gter wrote, for instance, that the issue now was one of getting
land for the farmhands. W amings had not been enough to stop the
stream of emigrants. Only the prospect of becoming an independent
farmer here at home could do that. The government had taken a
large step by supporting the smallholders' credit institutions and
more help was to be expected now that the newly started Agrarian
Society had put the issue on its agenda. 46
"The Farmers' Friend" also saw the situation of the farmhands as
the most urgent issue for the new organization. 47 The farming
community could not sit calmly by while a stream of its best workers
continued to journey across the Atlantic to the Far West. From there,
they worked as competitors to the mother country through mass
production of wheat, com, meat and bacon that depressed the prices
on the European market. Here at home, the productivity of the
farmers was declining due to a shortage of labour, but the problem
could be solved just by giving the workers easier access, even the
right, to a house with enough land to grow sufficient food for a
family, the paper maintained. Gradually 80,000 houses with land
should be established, each with two, three, or four acres of land
depending on the quality. There were many parsons and foresters
that would be happy to give up part of their land. The unfortunate
side of the suggestion was, however, that politics would most likely
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"put its clammy hand on this apparently non-political issue." The
Estrup-govemment could hardly be expected to support a bill that
would add 80,000 independent voters to those of the agricultural
community.
With Estrup's resignation in 1894, however, a change occurred in
the attitude to the reform bills. "The Farmers' Friend" felt able to
predict-especially from the discussions of the bill concerning plots
of land to make landless farmhands into smallholders-that the
politicians were aiming to present some good agrarian bills on
election day. Previously, there had been no end to the objections to
the bill, but now even a manor owner had declared that the bill had
not been put forward to provide workers for the large farms. The
main task was to provide a lot of satisfied and happy homes in the
countryside so up to eight acres of land for each house were by no
means too much, and the landowners supported the bill.48
"The Farmers' Friend" predicted that this time the sma11holders'
bill would fina11y pass, but the paper wanted to suggest a
supplement to the bill so that it would not be completely unrealistic.
The editor suggested that a savings account should be obligatory for
servants between the ages of 15-25. After the age of 25, the savings
with interest should be freely accessible. If the person emigrated
before that time, the home county would be entitled to keep half of
the savings as part-payment of the amount that had been spent on
"the education of the young". 49 The editor felt that there were so
many temptations and attempts to wheedle the savings out of the
young servants that it was hard to resist. It would be reasonable that
society tied up just 20 percent of the wages for 10 years. In that way
many young people would have the possibility of acquiring a house
with a plot of land when they reached their age of majority.
The American ideas of equality were also being discussed more.
"The Farmers' Friend" had its doubts whether conditions for
servants could be improved through legislation. The paper felt that
the aim had to be equality. Just like in America, Denmark had to
reach the position where any man or woman was considered equal,
no matter what the position. Any useful job of work should be
honored and recognized no matter what the nature of it.50 The paper
used an emigrant as an example. After 15-20 years in America, he
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had returned to fetch the sweetheart of his youth. He had been asked
whether he was sad to have to tum his back on his mother country.
His answer was that he loved Denmark, but what had it had to offer
him? Toil, hard work and contempt, and if he had remained, there
would have been more of the same. "But my new country gave me a
good wage for my work and the opportunity to create my own
business. Therefore I owe it to be a good citizen and to honor its
institutions." 51

The power of publicity
The five agricultural periodicals of the period clearly indicate
what, in public opinion, was considered the most important issue. It
was the way in which social conditions acted as a catalyst for the
desire of farmhands and servants to emigrate. There was
surprisingly little discussion of the intensive recruitment of
emigrants that took place in rural areas. Here, innkeepers, shoe
cobblers and other local people functioned as sub-agents for the
emigration agents of the towns and eagerly sought to sell tickets
when they felt that times looked gloomy for their fellow villagers. 52
Apart from the remark by editor Riegels that the government ought
to procure reliable information to counteract and correct the fantastic
prospects which unscrupulous emigration agents dangled in front of
the population, the subject had scarcely been mentioned. Such
information is probably more likely found in local papers rather
than in the agricultural magazines that were directed towards those
who already owned land. Even the target group of "The
Smallholders' Friend" lived in conditions far better than the
miserable circumstances of many landless farmhands and servants.
It is not possible to determine whether it was a question of
principle for "Farmers' Weekly," but at no point did it carry
advertisements for emigration. Another possible explanation is that
the emigration agents did not find it worth their while to use their
advertising budget on the target group of that particular paper.
Neither did "Our Farming" carry any advertisements despite its
sympathetic attitude towards the ambitions of able young farmers.
Again, it is impossible to decide whether this is due to the attitude of
the paper or whether the agents did not apply. In "The
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Smallholders' Friend," the first advertisement appeared in the late
summer of 1891 when the steamship company Norddeutscher Lloyd
(The Bremer Line) offered passages. The advertisement appeared
every single week for two years, but was without any of the
refinements such as free bedclothes and plates and cutlery that the
company used at the same time in "The Manorial Address Paper."
No advertisements were carried during the worst part of the
economic crisis in the early 1890's, but in the spring of 1895 a new
company appeared-the Hamburg-America Line. It is surprising
that for instance the Thingvalla Line did not advertise in the paper at
all.
"The Farmers' Friend," the paper that was so concerned about the
damage inflicted on Danish agriculture by emigration, nevertheless
carried a number of advertisements. The first, from 1881, was for the
Danish emigration ship Thingvalla. The ship had already been in
operation for two years on the route between Copenhagen and New
York. 53 Considering the large number of emigrants, the number of
advertisements is not large, and there must have been many other
forms of inducements, probably mostly from local papers and from
letters. An example of how the emigration agents "dangled"
prospects and exploited the ignorance of the common emigrant is
shown by the Allan-Line. J. Rath, their agent who-rightly according
to Kristian Hvidt-calls himself "Former Danish Consul in America"
described how any pioneer could obtain 160 acres of excellent land
near Manitoba, "the World's largest wheat field close to Minnesota
and Dakota in North America." 54 Technically speaking, Manitoba
could be said to lie near Minnesota and Dakota, as these two states
form the southern boundary, but Manitoba is, of course, one of the
Canadian provinces.
Starting in October 1887, A. Boysen for several years advertised
"Land sale in America." The land in question lay near Tyler in the
well-known Danish colony in Lincoln County, Minnesota. Boysen
promised that anyone purchasing a ticket directly to Tyler could
have land assigned by Boysen's agent. 55 Language skills were of
course also important and just once, I found a small, framed
advertisement on the front page of "The Manorial Address Paper"
that had changed its name for a short while. "A good position will
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best be achieved in America or other foreign countries if one has
knowledge of the language and other subjects most needed. A
course for emigrants is given at Kalkring Youth School near
Horsens." 56
"The Manorial Address Paper" was probably the most obvious
place for the emigration agents to advertise. To judge by the
enormous numbers of job advertisements, it must be assumed that it
reached exactly those people who were likely to emigrate. On
January 31, 1890, there were, for instance, 240 advertisements
looking for maids, dairy maids, farm foremen and farmhands, or
where young women and men were advertising for positions.
In 1893, when the number of emigrants had fallen drastically
because of the economic crisis, The Steam Ship Company Thingvalla
felt obliged to insert a three-column wide advertisement on the front
page where it stressed its position as "the only trans-Atlantic Line
under Danish Flag. The only direct conveyance of Passengers
between Denmark and America. The only Line with a Danish crew
and Danish staff."s7
In the spring of 1894 a price war broke out in order to capture the
limited number of emigrants. The Scandia Line started with a price of
64 crowns from Copenhagen including free, new bedclothes and
cutlery. The following week, The Bremer Line offered a passage
lasting only eight days for 70 crowns with free bedclothes, cutlery
and blankets, plus full board from Copenhagen. Subsequently, The
Scandia Line reduced their price to just 54 crowns. This brought the
Thingvalla Line onto the field. "Directly from Copenhagen to New
York on the ships of the Thingvalla Line. Very cheap passage. Now
no one needs to travel on foreign ships in order to save a few
crowns. Large reductions on the train fares to the Western states.
Such offers have never previously been made. New mattress and
bolster free. Plentiful good home cooking. No interpreter needed as
the Captain, the Officers, Doctors and the Crew are Danish." 58
This situation could not last, and in December 1894 the two
companies merged and became "The United Thingvalla and Scandia
Lines" . In September of 1895, however, the German and English
shipping companies came to an agreement concerning rates and the
sharing of the market, and this caused The Scandia Line to close.59
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The Thingvalla Line limped on for a few years and finally closed in
1898. The Allan Line was subsequently the only advertiser: "To
America emigrants are conveyed every Thursday from Copenhagen,
Aalborg or Frederikshavn and several times a week from Esbjerg via
England on the Allan Line's well known mail steamships. Travel
plans and Descriptions will be sent free on application to the General
Agent J. Rath, Nyhavn 13, Copenhagen, or C.A. Ibsen, Nyhavn 18,
Aalborg or Gardener Thomsen in Esbjerg." In this way we get to
know the names of some of the large provincial agents.
Conclusion
Reading through the many contributions in the five agricultural
periodicals has left me with a feeling of sadness at the thought of so
many wasted opportunities. I have called attention to some of the
visionary and able men who tried to get through to their
contemporaries: the manor owner, E. Tesdorpf, who as early as 1840
had given some of his farmhands land, but probably not of their
own; the economist V. Falbe-Hansen who spoke about encouraging
the rising generation, not only for humane reasons but also because
socialism was lurking; and the editor, F. Riegels who again and
again pointed out that Denmark could not afford to lose such a large
proportion of its farmhands. And there were many others who
contributed their ideas as to how one might aid the peasants in
various ways and enable them to support themselves while keeping
their working capacity in the country. Inertia was so great, however,
that the changes they suggested were not able to penetrate. At the
same time, the manorial class worked to defend their privileges in
the Estrup-government and provisionally they presented a massive
political wall against the new ideas. Only when August Rasmussen's
example had been followed by so many that it became difficult to
find sufficient manpower to implement the new work-intensive
methods of farming and the threat of socialism became noticeable,
even in the countryside, did agriculture start to push for the changes
that finally, in 1899, resulted in the statute that provided land for
smallholders. Along the way a few social reforms like the old age
pension and the bill providing sick-benefit associations saw the light
in the early 1890's.
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In the meantime so many able young people had emigrated that
lines of communication had been created to almost every village in
Denmark from America, and a chain migration had started. It was
not until the economic crisis of the 1930s that the number of
emigrants fell in earnest. There is no doubt that Denmark lost an
important resource when these talented young people felt obliged to
emigrate to find ways to utilize their talents and initiative.
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